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A Cold, Dark Night

By Lt. Paul Bieraugel,
USS John Paul Jones (DDG 53)

e were steaming around abuoy outside
thetrafficlanesin the Strait of Juande
Fuca Asusud, theevolution was

planned from 0001 to 0400 soit wouldn’ tinterfere
with moreimportant things.

A ship’s navigator
checks a chart on the

|, the ship’snavigator, would be on the bridge bridge. A true plot on
for the entire event. That was an agreement the CO the bridge is essential
and | had reached during abrief inwhichwe when a ship is circling
discussed what was needed to get the job done buoys or changing
safely. | would assist the OOD and conning officer; course frequently.

I’d act asa safety observer (another set of eyes).
The CO had demandediit.

About an hour into theevolution, | realized that
moboardsweredifficult, confusing and redlly
ineffective. What we needed wasa*“true” plot on
the bridge, likethe dead-reckoning tracer in CIC. |
decided to plot al contactson the chart. By freezing
the SPA-25G repeater at the sametime asafix, we
had timeto get al the close contacts plotted in
nearly real time.

In another hour, atug with atow started to track
outsidethetraffic lanes, toward theareawherewe
werecircling. | told the OOD about the contact
about 15 minutes before it would become a prob-
lem. However, hedidn’t think it would be aprob-
lem, so hekept circling.

Asthetug tracked in, we started to hear chatter
fromit calling aship outsidethelanes. Thecall was
for us, but one of our policieswasto keep our
hands off the VHF radio, except in an emergency.
Besides, the OOD concluded that the tug wasn’t
caling us. Finaly, though, hegot nervousenough
about thetrue plot | was maintaining to call the CO.

The CO cameto the bridge and |ooked at the
radar, but it wasn’'t much help, so | showed himthe
plot on the chart, whichimmediately grabbed his
attention. Shortly thereafter, thetugmaster, now fed
up from getting no answer from us, shined asearch-
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light into our bridge. That bright light piqued
everyone'sattention, and we got out of itsway. The
CPA was no closer than 3,000 yards.

| remember thisevent likeit happened yesterday
becauseit taught me some va uablelessons:

[] The CO had decided it would be wiseto
have another set of eyesonthebridge. | didn’tlike
theideaof staying up al night, but that was my job
ashavigator.

[] A chain of eventsleadsup to amishap. Inthis
case, we brokethe chain. First and foremost, the
OOD wastrained well enough that when he got
nervous, he called the CO.

[J Atrueplot onthe bridgeisessential when
circling buoysor changing coursefrequently; tools
areavailableto make thishappen. Aboard my
current ship, | have acommand-and-decision
consolethat givesmeatrueplot, but | still have
quartermasters plot contacts on achart when | need
them. Thisway, | stay in practiceand maintain my
Stuational awareness.

[J TheVHFradioisatool you should use
without thinking about it. | train OODsto useit like
they’ retalking facetoface.

[ I grill OODson rules of theroad. Whiledoing
visit, board, search and seizure operations, | got a
chanceto talk to numerous merchant captains about
rules of theroad. Those discussionswerevery
informative.

Why did | sharethistalewith you? Because|
want you to know that the collision reportedinthe
July-September 2000 Fathomwasn’t thefirst time
inwhich aship had aproblem circling abuoy. The
differenceisthat we broke the chain of events.
Perhaps some of our lessonslearned can beincor-
porated into your operational risk management
traning.
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